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GLENN D'CRUZ 
'Where Are You Coming From, Sir?' 
Introduction 
I am not conscious of being 'visibly different' most of the time. If I am 
honest with myself, I have to concede that the external signs of my Anglo-
Indian ethnicity are not something I give much thought to these days. In 
fact, as I have become older, and more middle-class, my Indian appearance 
has become less important in my everyday life. I live in Melbourne, a large 
cosmopolitan city that celebrates its ethnic diversity. I teach drama at 
Deakin University, a workplace mostly indifferent to myethnicity. In short, 
my so-called 'mixed race' background plays an increasingly small role in my 
personal and professional life (although my writings on the Anglo-Indian 
experience suggest that I have almost become a 'professional' Anglo-
Indian). When I say my ethnicity plays less of a role in my life than it once 
did, I mean that I no longer walk into a room full of strangers feeling self-
conscious about my Indian appearance. 
This is not to say I no longer experience racial prejudice, or that I feel 
totally at home in Australia. The second epigraph to Joseph Heller's novel 
about the Jewish experience in America, Good as Gold, states that 'if you 
ever forget you're a Jew, a gentile will remind you' (Heller 1980, p. 7). This 
statement, from a story by Bernard Malamud, resonates with my experience 
of being an Anglo-Indian, since people remind me that I am dijJerent in 
situations where I have forgotten that my skin, eyes and hair mark me as a 
'wog', to use an antiquated Australian colloquialism. This chapter recounts 
some of these situations - situations that have shaped my sense of self, and 
my outlook on life in general. While the following anecdotes and fragments 
of memory do not describe anything like a universal 'mixed race' 
experience, they do describe a particular cosmopolitan orientation to the 
world. I also suspect that the following remarks may resonate with other 
'visibly different' people. 
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Damascus on the Beach, Madras, India 1991 
On my first visit to Madras as an adult, a curious local approached me on 
Marina Beach and asked me a question I had answered at least twice a day 
since arriving in India: Where are you coming from, Sir?' I took a deep 
breath, and replied, seemingly for the thousandth time, 'I'm from Madras, I 
was born here.' Now, even though I have Indian features - dark skin, 
brown eyes, and wavy black hair - my friend on the beach was 
unconvinced. With a characteristic shake of the head, he smiled kindly and 
said, 'No, Sir, where are you really from?' He was obviously an astute reader 
of body language, and my efforts to neutralise my Australian accent did not 
pass muster. In Australia, most people assume I am Indian, but in India, I 
am 'true blue'. 
This encounter changed the way I thought about my cultural identity, 
and it made me aware that geography and social context play an important 
role in determining how people make assumptions about my ethnicity and 
physical appearance. In India, body language and accent mark me as 
different and often lead to comical misunderstandings. For example, I do 
not think I have a particularly strong Australian accent. However, after a 
few weeks in Madras I succumbed to some sort of respiratory disease. (For 
all its beauty, Madras, like all large Indian cities, is heavily polluted.) I 
consulted a doctor, and I told him that I had a 'high' fever. He heard the 'i' 
in the word 'high' as an 'a' and thought I had 'hay' fever. In formal 
linguistic terms, my rising diphthongs, which are characteristics of 
Australian English, confused the doctor, whose ear was more attuned to 
the short vowel sounds of Indian English. 
Actually, it's quite common to hear Indian-looking people speak with 
English or American accents (have a look at British flim and television -
subcontinental characters on The Bill and The Kumars at No. 42 speak with a 
wide range of regional British accents, as do the characters in Bend it Like 
Beckham [2002] and Anita and Me [2002]). In fact, I regularly encounter so-
called British Asians looking for their ancestral roots in India, and Indians 
must be very familiar with this particular category of tourist, given the large 
number of British-born people with Indian parents. Today, many people 
use the term Anglo-Indian to refer to this rising demographic, rather than 
the children of colonialism - I will say more about these new 'Anglo-
Indians' later. The point I am making is that physical appearance, as a 
marker of racial difference, matters more in Australia than it does in India, 
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where accent, carriage and clothes playa greater role in determining one's 
place in the order of things. In other words} the signifiers of racial 
difference are conditional. 
As a 'mixed race' Anglo-Indian, I have had to field questions about the 
disparity between my Indian appearance and my Western mannerisms for 
most of my life. However, it was only after the episode on Marina Beach 
that I formulated a thoughtful response to the questions 'Who are you?' 
and '\XThere do you come from?' Today, my stock response has two parts: 
the first is biographical, and it remains more or less the same regardless of 
context; the second involves a somewhat complicated explanation of my 
cultural identity, and it changes, sometimes subtly and sometimes markedly, 
with my geographical location. In the interests of clarity, let us begin with 
the bare facts of my biography. 
The short version goes something like this: I was born in India but 
migrated to Great Britain when I was nine months old, then moved to 
Perth, Western Australia, when I was twelve. These bare facts do not really 
convey the profound impact immigration had on my sense of cultural 
identity, so let me elaborate. 
Madras, India, 1962 
I was born in Madras, India, in 1962; fifteen years after the British left the 
country, leaving their 'poor relations' - the Anglo-Indians - to fend for 
themselves. Anglo-Indians enjoyed many privileges during the Raj, even 
though the British refused to acknowledge them as legitimate members of 
their community. The biological legacy of the European colonisation of 
India, they adopted the social customs and language of the coloniser, but 
their colonial 'relations' never accepted them as social and political equals. 
However, the Raj looked after the welfare of Anglo-Indians by providing 
the community with job reservations in key industries like the railways. 
When the British left India in 1947, many Anglo-Indians left with them, 
believing that they had no future in the new republic. My family did not 
join that first wave of Anglo-Indian emigration to Britain. Indeed, my 
father, according to family lore, wrote a letter to a community newspaper 
exhorting his fellow Anglo-Indians to 'stay on' and accept their status as 
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citizens of the new republic, a directive anathema to many members of the 
community. 
Up until his death, my father had a great deal of affection for India, 
and the decision to join the exodus, for economic and family reasons, must 
have been a difficult one. Anyway, not long after my birth, he left India for 
London. My mother and I joined him nine months later. She was twenty-
two years old and understandably apprehensive about leaving her family 
back in India, but she took some solace in my father's promise that he 
would reunite her with her relatives someday. My father was a man of his 
word, and he made good on his pledge, much to my horror, a decade later 
(more about this upheaval shortly). For now, I want to recount my early 
expetlences of being marked as a racial 'other' during my childhood in 
London. 
Plaistow, London, 1971 
Since I left India as an infant, I had no conscious memories of the country, 
although traces of it were visible in my new home in Plaistow, a working-
class suburb of East (or should that be 'Far East') London with a high 
percentage of migrants from the subcontinent. My father worked as a bus 
conductor for London Transport, and he soon saved enough money to put 
down a deposit on a 'two-up, two-down' terraced house (not unlike the 
ones immortalised in Coronation Street), which was located next door to a 
property owned by his brother, Clement. I have mostly happy memories of 
the house and my early childhood in London, which was shared with a 
plethora of rowdy cousins (my uncle had four children). However, this state 
of affairs changed when I enrolled in the local primary school and 
discovered what it meant to be visibly different in East London. 
Most of my peers categorised me, along with all the other 'Asian' 
students, as a 'Paki'. This was the era of Enoch Powell and the rise of the 
National Front (a fascist political party obsessed with repatriating 'blacks' 
and 'Asians'), so overt racism was common in my neighbourhood. And, 
like many of by fellow Indians, I was the occasional victim of the popular 
pastime of 'Paki-bashing'. Physical violence was relatively easy to deal with, 
compared to the mental anguish I suffered from being utterly convinced 
that, contrary to the evidence of my outward appearance, I was not a 'Paki'. 
In order to establish this fact beyond any doubt, I rejected almost every 
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cultural artefact and practice connected with the subcontinent. I forswore 
curry at the age of six and demanded that my mother cook 'English meals'. 
So with a single tantrum I consigned myself to a bland diet for most of my 
childhood. With the benefit of hindsight and more sophisticated taste buds, 
I find it almost impossible to believe that I once preferred fish fingers and 
chips to a good curry or masala dosai. 
I remember refusing to enter the 'PaId' shops where my mother 
shopped for coriander, cumin powder, garlic and green chillies. (This was 
an era before curry became the de facto national dish of Great Britain, so 
supermarkets did not stock 'exotic' spices.) I remember almost dying of 
embarrassment each time my aunt parked her car in front of one of these 
alien-looking shops, and I would duck my head to ensure that nobody 
could see me in this 'compromising' place. 
In addition to the almost obligatory racist taunts in the schoolyard, I 
also had to put up with questions motivated by genuine curiosity (questions 
invariably couched in racist language): Why don't you have a 'Paki' name? 
Why don't you speak Indian? Why don't you listen to 'Paki' music? The 
simple answer was that Anglo-Indians are culturally British ('more British 
than the British', as a common stereotype would have it). Years later, I felt 
impoverished by my lack of knowledge about Indian culture. Unlike most 
other migrants from the subcontinent, I had to endure the pain of being 
visibly different without reaping the benefits of speaking an Indian language 
and being familiar with what I now recognise as a long and proud cultural 
tradition. 
Of course, it was hard to perceive the value of such things at the time. 
After all, 'Pakis' were excluded from the mainstream of everyday life in 
Plaistow. You didn't see any 'Pakis' playing football for West Ham United, 
there were no 'Pakis' on Top if the Pops, and the only 'Pakis' you ever saw on 
television were ridiculous caricatures played by white actors in blackface 
(Spike Milligan in Cuny and Chips, for example). The seemingly wholesale 
condemnation of everything Indian by British society demanded that I lead 
a double life of sorts. At home, I spoke with the 'sing-song' or 'chee-chee' 
accent of my parents. At school, I was a cockney: 'Wotcha, mate!' 
I was not alone in this duplicitous enterprise. Most of my cousins 
practised similar forms of behaviour. Ironically, one of my cousins, 
someone with a particularly dark complexion, was not averse to indulging 
in the occasional bit of 'Paki-bashing' himself. If nothing else, this racist 
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environment taught me to loathe myself. A sense of alienation is something 
most second-generation migrants experience. There is a whole subgenre of 
British mm devoted to this phenomenon: Bend it like Beckham, Anita and Me, 
East is East (1999), and Bafji on the Beach (1993) all portray characters who 
must reconcile the values and culture of their parents with those of Britain. 
These characters dramatise the problems of living between two cultures. 
The problem for Anglo-Indian children like me was that people assumed 
we were culturally different because we looked different. Accent and cuisine 
aside, my parents had far more in common with their British neighbours 
than they did with their Indian and Pakistani neighbours. This commonality 
was not immediately evident to most people who saw us as 'Pakis', and, for 
me, this lack of acceptance was deeply disturbing, even shamefuL 
Around the age of eight or nine, I started telling people outrageous lies 
about my cultural background and inventing fantastically implausible stories 
about my ancestry. For reasons that now escape me, I remember boldly 
declaring that I was an Australian Aborigine (not suspecting that one day I 
would indeed have just cause to claim an Australian identity of sorts). In 
short, I wanted to be anything other than a 'Paki', a category of identity 
apparendy reserved for the most despised members of British society. The 
legacy of these childhood experiences is that I have a particularly confused 
and conflicted sense of cultural and national identity. 
On reflection, this is not necessarily a bad thing. The traumatic 
childhood experiences described above gave me something positive, 
something I like to call uncanny cosmopolitanism. Sigmund Freud used the 
German word unheimlich (usually translated as 'uncanny') to describe a 
feeling of horror or unease about familiar things, 'homely' things. And the 
uncanny emerges through the repression of childhood memories - like 
those I am uncovering from the distant past as I write this chapter. I have a 
healthy sense of unease about calling Australia - or anywhere else, for that 
matter - home. I do not feel at home anywhere, and I find it difficult to 
understand the fierce sense of loyalty some of my friends have for their 
ancestral homes. To put it another way, I do not understand nationalism 
because I have multiple national affiliations. If pushed, I guess I'm 
Australian - I've spent most of my life in the land down under, I have an 
Aussie passport and, as already indicated, an Australian accent (although 
some Aussies can still hear traces of my Plaistow past in my voice). 
Nonetheless, I do not pass the Australian version of the 'Tebbit' cricket 
test. 
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In 1990, Norman Tebbit, a minister in Margaret Thatcher's conservat-
ive government, argued that he would not accept people from Britain's 
ethnic communities as truly British until they supported the English cricket 
team. I find this simplistic test of national allegiance particularly problem-
atic for a number of reasons. I usually support the underdog in any sporting 
contest. This means that I can barrack for India against Australia's all-
conquering test cricket team, yet get myself out of bed in the early hours of 
the morning to cheer on the Socceroos in the World Cup without feeling 
like a hypocrite. Once again, context is the arbiter of my sporting loyalty. I 
have friends, born and bred in Australia, whose affiliation to their 
immigrant parents' homeland is nothing short of zealous. Without wanting 
to overplay this aspect of my 'mixed race' heritage, I feel I have developed a 
distinct cosmopolitanism, a boon in an increasingly globalised world. 
Perth, Western Australia, 1973 
Despite all the racist taunts I endured as a child, I was a Londoner, and I 
shed tears when my father, sometime in 1973, told me that we would be 
moving to Australia. You see, my mother's family had finally left India, but 
they moved to Australia because Britain would not accept them as 
immigrants. My father made good on his pledge, and we were soon on a 
British Caledonia flight to Singapore, where we boarded the M. V. Eastern 
Queen and sailed for Fremantle. After the rain and general gloom of 
London, Western Australia was a revelation. The sun and the deep blue 
colour of the Swan River dazzled me as we drove from Fremantle to our 
new home in Maylands, a then working-class suburb of Perth. After the 
grey skies of London, I was overwhelmed by Perth's brightness - its clear 
skies and sunshine. I felt as though I had traded a black-and-white world 
for one composed of hyper-real colours. To my eye, the ferocity of the 
Western Australian sun made colours especially vivid and intense. In 
London, my world was defined literally in terms of black and white. For 
example, schoolyard football teams at my school were divided along the 
colour line - it would be whites versus blacks (West Indians and 'Pakis'). 
In Australia, I ceased to be a 'Paki'. I was relieved that I had escaped 
attending a large comprehensive school in East London where racial abuse 
was even more prevalent. This is not to say that racism did not exist in 
134 Gimn D'CruZ 
Australia. It was just that people from the Indian subcontinent were not yet 
a visible minority. I noticed that it was the so-called 'wags' - people from 
Italian and Greek descent - who were usually the victims of racial 
vilification. At high school, I was occasionally called 'Milo' (after a popular 
chocolate drink) and sometimes even called a 'boong', but these taunts were 
never as malicious or as spiteful as those I had experienced in London. 
Moreover, no one threatened me with physical violence because I looked 
different. Maybe I was lucky. Racist bullies regularly tortured one of my 
younger cousins who grew up in Melbourne in the 1980s. 
Despite enjoying a higher degree of acceptability in Australia, people 
still asked me, with monotonous regularity, where I was from. As I grew 
older, I began to take pride in what I now enthusiastically claimed as my 
cultural background, and I always responded to the 'Where are you from?' 
question in the same way: 'I'm Indian; I'm from India.' Perhaps it was 
because of the racial abuse I had suffered as a child, but I never identified 
myself as an Anglo-Indian. I did not feel particularly English, even though I 
had lived in that country for most of my childhood, and I had not lived in 
Australia long enough to feel Australian, so I dropped the 'Anglo' part of 
my cultural identity and became, at least in my own mind, Indian. How 
times change! 
It was not until my trip to Madras that I fully realised that culture plays 
a more significant role than physical appearance in defining one's sense of 
self. As I have already indicated, my knowledge of Indian culture is limited 
to a basic acquaintance with the cuisine of South India. So, at the advanced 
age of twenty-five I realised that while I have a great deal of affection and 
respect for India, I am not an Indian. Indeed, as I have already indicated, 
Indians do not accept me as Indian. This is why Marina Beach was my 
Damascus, for the insight delivered by my friend on that stretch of sand 
motivated me to find a more considered reply to his question about my 
origins. This incident also gave me the impetus to research my ancestry 
formally and find answers to questions I had not considered before: What 
is an Anglo-Indian? What did it mean to identify as an Anglo-Indian? What 
are the constituent elements of Anglo-Indian culture? 
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Melbourne, Australia, 1996 
My first visit to India more or less coincided with my entry into academia. 
Although I worked as a drama tutor at Murdoch University and later at the 
University of Melbourne, I found myself spending an increasing amount of 
my time readingpostcolonial theory. Indeed, postcolonial studies reached 
the height of its popularity in the academy during this period. After years of 
being ashamed of my Indian heritage, I noticed that it now possessed a 
certain currency within academia. While attending various seminars and 
lectures on postcolonial topics, I noticed that people were extremely 
deferential towards me, and I got the feeling that they often gave my 
opinions a value they did not deserve. I knew relatively little about 
postcolonial studies and, as I have already indicated, almost nothing about 
India. Yet, people assumed I was an authority on these topics because I 
look like an Indian. Naturally, I thought it prudent to explore all things 
postcolonial, so I began a doctoral degree in postcolonial cultural studies, 
which I hoped would help me find where I was coming from. It was time 
to put my life in context, and the work of postcolonial critics like Edward 
Said, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak proved invaluable resources in this 
enterprise. Once again, context is a crucial factor in determining how 
people read the signifiers of racial difference. In the context of a university 
English department in the 1990s, my complex cultural background, my 
experience of racism, and my visible difference from my colleagues and 
students became valuable forms of cultural capital. So, like so many people 
before me, colonialism gave me a second career. 
Actually, come to think of it, my physical appearance, my visible 
difference from the mainstream, also gave me my first academic job as a 
drama tutor in an indirect way. In the mid 1980s, I was studying to be a 
teacher at Murdoch University. As fate would have it, the university's 
drama department was producing David Hare's play A Map of the World for 
the 1985 Indian Ocean Arts Festival. One of the major characters, Victor 
Mehta, was an Indian novelist, loosely based, I suspect, on V. S. Naipul. 
Since most drama students were Anglo-Australians, Hare's play posed a 
major casting challenge for the director. I just happened to be sharing a flat 
with a drama student who suggested that I would be ideal for the part. My 
flatmate literally pulled out of an education seminar and took me to meet 
his drama professor, who thrust me into a semi-professional theatre 
136 Glenn D'CruZ 
production, which changed the direction of my life. After a childhood 
marked by racial taunts and regular bouts of humiliation generated by my 
physical appearance, the tide was turning, and my Indian physiognomy was 
an asset. Was this change in fortune due to luck or chance? Was I in the 
right place at the right time, or were their other factors - social, economic 
and political - responsible for my elevation from a despised 'Paki' to an 
'exotic' actor? The second stage of my academic career gave me a few clues. 
My research was ostensibly about the way colonial and postcolonial 
novelists represent Anglo-Indians in their work. However, it became 
apparent that the work, which I later published as Midnight's Orphans, was as 
much about answering questions about my cultural identity as it was an 
exerCise in postcolonial literary criticism (D'Cruz 2006). This project gave 
me a much better understanding of why my parents left India and a much 
clearer sense of what it means to be an Anglo-Indian. It also exposed the 
limits of making generalisations about the Anglo-Indian experience of 
being 'visibly different' based on personal memories. To put it differently, it 
is dangerous to assume that one's lived experience is the ultimate arbiter of 
truth. Here is an example of how my research has forced me to revise or at 
least recontextualise some of the experiences I have described in this 
chapter. 
Before embarking on my doctoral research, I thought about the 
biographical details I have recounted in this chapter in terms of personal 
motivations. For example, my family migrated to Australia to reunite my 
mother with her family. But why did my mother's family move to Australia 
instead of Britain in the first place? Britain revised its immigration policies 
in the 1970s as a response to the increasing racial tension dramatised so 
vividly and mischievously by Enoch Powell's famous 'rivers of blood' 
speech in 1968. My maternal grandparents could not then migrate to 
Britain. Australia became the favoured destination for Anglo-Indians who 
had missed the boat 'home' during the twenty years following Indian 
Independence in 1947. My research taught me that Australia became a 
viable home for Anglo-Indians only after Australia abolished its so-called 
White Australia Policy in the early 1970s. It took major immigration policy 
changes in two countries to create the conditions of possibility for me to 
call Australia home. 
I mentioned earlier that I personally experienced less racism in 
Australia - nobody physically attacked me because of my appearance. 
However, I later found out, through my research, that Anglo-Indian 
Where Are You Coming From) Sir?' 137 
immigration to Australia generated significant debate. Anglo-Indians did 
not quietly slip into the country and assimilate unproblematically with the 
locals. On the contrary, politicians, journalists and concerned citizens 
conducted passionate debates about these new dark-skinned immigrants in 
the pages of the Australian press. 
Discovering the existence of a highly visible settlement of Anglo-
Indians in the Perth suburb of Highgate, Arthur Calwell, perhaps 
Australia's most passionate advocate of the White Australia Policy, 
described the area as the 'Durban of Australia' (Durban being a South 
African city with a high proportion of Indians). Responding to Calwell's 
claim, Piers Ackerman, writing in the Australian newspaper, noted that 
Anglo-Indian migrants were highly visible in the area because it was the 'the 
jumping off point for new dark arrivals in Australia' (1972, p. 13). 
According to Ackerman, Calwell also claimed: 'men and women with ten 
children go there [Highgate]. They live on the smell of an oily rag and breed 
like flies.' Ackerman attempted to allay Calwell's fears by quoting the 
officer-in-charge of the planning and research section of the Western 
Australian branch of the Immigration Department, Mr J. Poole-J ohnson, 
who observed that 'many of the Eurasians who come here have greater 
skills and a greater command of the English language than many of the 
assisted migrants from southern European countries'. Poole-J ohnson's 
statement is significant because it indicates the extent to which some 
Australian policy makers viewed Anglo-Indians as model migrants because 
of their fluency in English and their British social customs. However, 
Arthur Calwell's racist rhetoric points to the fact that many Australians 
found the Anglo-Indian's skin colour a problem. Skin colour in Australia 
continues to be a signifier of racial difference. 
Of course, as a child, I had no idea that the Australian press wrote so 
much about Anglo-Indian immigration into Australia, nor that public policy 
makers played such an important role in making my mother's reunion with 
her family possible. My memories of my lived experience are necessarily 
limited, which is why academic research is such an important activity for 
people whose history professional historians neglect. However, research is 
never a disinterested activity, although academic protocols prevent 
academics from dealing with emotions and feelings. In my case, the 
experience of living as a dark-skinned Anglo-Indian in a white world 
shaped my topic and gave it a strong focus, at least in my own mind. J\!ly 
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PhD thesis conveys some of the hurt and confusion I felt about my 
upbringing. However, I could not write about the many areas of my 
personal life that motivated the project in the first place. Indeed, it is 
probably inappropriate for an academic work to be overly autobiographical. 
I will conclude this overtly autobiographical chapter with two further 
recollections that convey some of the deep emotional wounds generated by 
my visible difference. 
Perth, Western Australia, 1985 
The most profound effects of being visibly different occur in the most 
intimate areas of my personal life - my love life, to be specific. This 
presents me with a dilemma. To what extent do I share these experiences 
with a general readership? How much do I conceal, protecting friends, 
family and acquaintances? Does the genre of life writing give me license to 
analyse private utterances, promises and arguments without the consent of 
distant, dead or estranged friends and family? I don't believe I can write 
honestly about the impact of my 'mixed race' heritage without straying into 
these private areas of my life. At the same time, there are experiences and 
memories I don't want to share, even though they may contribute to these 
present ruminations. What follows, then, are some of my less morally 
dubious recollections about the problems of love and 'mixed race'. 
Star-crossed lovers from different cultural backgrounds appear 
regularly in novels and films about cultural conflict - an index, perhaps, of 
the growing number of people touched by and interested in the 'mixed 
race' experience. The British films I mentioned earlier, like East is East and 
Anita and Me, represent characters who have trouble defining their sexual 
identities because of the protocols governing social and sexual relationships 
between people from different racial backgrounds. Visible difference is 
always a factor in these narratives. For example, the Indian girl, Meena, in 
Meera Syal's film Anita and Me, resists her mother's attempts to turn her 
into a 'good' Indian girl because she wants to be like her English friend, 
Anita. In short, she wants to refashion her self-image. She does this by 
idealising English modes of behaviour and sociality, erasing the signs of her 
Indian heritage by listening to pop music, reading teen magazines and 
trying to attract the attention of older English boys. 
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East is East covers similar ground, exploiting the tension between 
Indian and English courting rituals. The 'mixed race' youths in this film 
attempt to find a way to negotiate the strict Muslim traditions of their 
Pakistani father with the more liberal practices of their English mother. The 
'mixed race' characters in this film are English in cultural terms, but, like 
Anglo-Indians, they are never accepted as part of mainstream society 
because of the way they look. These mms resonate with me, particularly in 
their treatment of adolescent sexuality. 
The whole business of dating girls filled me with dread and 
trepidation, as it probably does most adolescents. However, the anxiety that 
accompanies the rituals of teenage dating is more intense when you have 
dark skin. I rarely approached girls I found attractive, not so much because 
I feared rejection in itself but because I feared rejection on the grounds of 
my race. The fact that I continued to receive racial taunts didn't help. For 
me, high school in Australia was hell, even though I largely escaped physical 
violence. (Aussies in the 1970s hadn't heard of 'Paki-bashing'.) 
I managed to summon enough courage to express a tentative interest 
in high school girls on a few occasions. However, the girls met my timid 
advances with withering stares of contempt that left me heartbroken. (It's 
easy to feel heartbroken as a teenager, as most people know.) I found little 
solace in the fact that Anglo-Indian girls found me as unattractive as white 
girls - perhaps they rejected me because I was a nerdy, weedy dork. Maybe 
race had little to do with my miserable teenage love life. The point is moot, 
however, because it was my consciousness of being a 'racial other' that 
undermined my confidence as a youth. Today, 'interracial' couples are 
common; I hope these couples do not experience the same level of hostility 
I encountered in the 1970s and '80s, periods marked by race riots in Great 
Britain and apartheid in South Africa. 
My first serious girlfriend was a white South African. The National 
Party was in power in South Africa during the period of our relationship, 
and its 'apartheid' policy, which formally segregated the country's racial 
groups, made the country a pariah on the world stage. Many white South 
Africans migrated to escape the National Party's repressive regime. My 
girlfriend's mother was a South African of English extraction, and her many 
South African friends regularly visited the family home. These people were 
always kind, courteous and polite, but a few of them were clearly intrigued 
and curious about my relationship with Kate (not her real name). What did 
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she see in me? \\1hat would happen to us if we travelled to South Africa, a 
country that viewed relationships between people of different 'races' illegal? 
On one occasion, a South African friend of Kate's family spoke to me 
about the 'Aboriginal problem' in Australia, arguing that these 'primitive' 
people were prone to criminality. When I told him I found his racist 
diatribe offensive he immediately apologised and told me not to take it 
personally, because Indians, like me, were obviously civilised. Another time, 
someone quizzed me about my performance as Ariel in Shakespeare's play 
The Tempest. 'Ariel is supposed to be light and ethereal, and you, you're 
rather dark to play the character convincingly, aren't you?' As long as I<ate 
and I were together, I could not forget that I was visibly different. This 
undermined my confidence and, eventually, our relationship. I always felt 
under scrutiny, and I became very uncomfortable entering her house. IvIy 
other romantic relationships have also been with women from Anglo-Celtic 
backgrounds. This is not surprising, since I live in Australia, a 
predominantly Anglo country, and my cultural heritage is Anglo-Indian, 
which makes the sorts of tensions dramatised in the films I mentioned 
earlier less pointed. (Anglo-Indians are visibly, rather than culturally, 
different from Anglo-Australians.) IvIy relationship with South African Kate 
in the 1980s, however, reminds me that people who look different, whose 
bodies are marked with the signifiers of racial otherness, are prone to a high 
level of surveillance in their everyday lives. This produces, in some people, 
a high degree of self-consciousness that can lead to a loss of self-
confidence. 
Madras, India, circa 1953 
For the most part, I believe that my experiences are singular; they mayor 
may not resonate with other 'mixed race' people. However, in the final 
section of this chapter, I want to focus on the family photograph below, an 
image I analysed in my book, iVIidnight's Orphans (2006, p. 225). 
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The D'Cruz family, Madras, circa mid 1950s. 
The photograph depicts my father's family. A professional photo-
grapher snapped the image in a studio sometime in the 1950s. In my 
previous analysis of the photograph, I remark on the theatricality of the 
image. It captures an especially idealised version of Anglo-Indians. The 
painted backdrop and marble patterned floor create an impression of 
bourgeois respectability and wealth that belies the family'S rather modest 
standard of living. Certainly, the family's actual living room did not 
resemble the opulent setting manufactured in the photographer's studio. 
The clothes, posture and physiognomy of the people in the 
photograph reinforce the formality of the occasion. Most of them appear 
serious, stiff, and unnatural. Why does this image compel me to analyse it 
closely? Why does it capture my imagination? Firstly, it is always fascinating 
to see your relatives caught in the fabrics and fashions of the distant past. 
Moreover, there are few photographs of my father, dead for more than a 
quarter of a (i~ntury, as a young man (he is the first figure from the left in 
the back row). His world, as this image indicates, was very different from 
the one I inhabit. These personal observations aside, the image holds my 
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attention because it is, for me at least, such an obvious exercise in self-
fashioning, an exercise in claiming a British identity in the newly 
independent India. Even the black-and-white photography contributes to 
this effect, erasing the telltale skin tones of the family's Indian heritage and 
producing a 'whiteness' they never possessed in real life. 
In my book I argued that to understand the significance of the image 
one must understand how a wide range of institutions and discourses 
shaped the Anglo-Indian's desire for legitimacy and respectability. This 
involves a knowledge of history, anthropology and sociology that I cannot 
gloss here. Suffice it to say, writers, administrators, sociologists and 
anthn?pologists represented Anglo-Indians as a morally corrupt commun-
ity, prone to alcoholism, laziness and sexual promiscuity. This is why the 
construction of an idealised 'white' self is so important to many Anglo-
Indians, who countered these disparaging stereotypes by living in a manner 
'more British than the British'. The image is both historical and personal; it 
underscores the extent to which history and politics shape our sense of self, 
our subjectivity. 
While preparing an exhibition, A Passage from India, about Anglo-
Indians for the Immigration Museum of Victoria last year, I was fortunate 
enough to meet many Anglo-Indian families who allowed me access to 
their family photographs. I was surprised to find almost identical 
photographs to the one reproduced above in the photograph albums of the 
people who contributed images and stories to the exhibition. This indicates 
that many Anglo-Indian families during this era desired idealised images of 
themselves, underscoring their desire to erase their physical, visible 
differences, differences that prevented the British from accepting them as 
legitimate members of colonial society. My research indicates that most 
Anglo-Indians desperately wanted to be part of colonial society. The photo-
graph, then, tells me something about my heritage and explains my family's 
fixation with legitimacy and the importance they placed on appearing 
respectable. Wearing Indian clothes and speaking an Indian language had 
real social and economic repercussions. More importantly, it helps me to 
understand why my family is so conscious of their visible differences. 
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Conclusion 
So, where am I coming from? That depends on where I am. It also depends 
on where you ask me the question. You see, when I'm in India, I feel very 
Australian. I become hyper-conscious of my 'Australianness', which is 
reflected in my accent, my body language, and my clothes. Since I have now 
lived most of my life in Australia, Australia has played a large role in 
shaping my identity. However, in Australia, I am still visibly different, and 
most people assume I'm Indian. This encourages me to add yet another 
hyphen to my already complicated identity. I'm an Australian-Anglo-Indian, 
if that makes any sense. 
In this chapter, I have recounted a series of impressions with little 
regard for their temporal order - I jump between different times and 
places. While this may be a little disorienting for the reader, it reflects my 
fractured, and probably partial, memories of being visibly different. As I 
have already noted, my mixed race background does not dominate my life. 
Actually, I've realised during the course of writing this chapter that most of 
my unpleasant memories connected with my Indian appearance belong to 
my childhood and my youth. Why is this so? Perhaps cosmopolitanism and 
globalisation playa role in normalising racial differences between people. 
Perhaps social mobility also plays a part - universities are generally more 
tolerant of difference. It also occurs to me that today I'm just as likely to 
experience the ramifications of being invisiblY different. I dress, talk and 
generally act like a middle-class Australian; in fact, I feel that most people I 
interact with on a daily basis don't see my brown skin and black hair (well, 
black hair with lots of grey). This may explain why some people feel no 
qualms about making racist comments in my presence. For example, I 
briefly moved to Newcastle, New South Wales, a few years ago. The very 
friendly pilot of the small jet that was flying me to Newcastle told me that 
his home city was no better than Melbourne was because it was being 
overrun by Asian students! Most of the racist comments I witness these 
days are more subtle, and most are uttered, I'm sure, with the firm belief on 
the part of my interlocutors that I'm not a member of whichever minority 
group is the subject of their ridicule. 'Hear the one about Asian drivers, 
Glenn?' 
Mostly, though, when I find myself in a cosmopolitan city like 
1vlelbourne, London or New York, surrounded by people from all parts of 
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the world, I forget about where I've come from. I feel most at ease in these 
global cities because I can think about where I am going rather than where 
I have come from. 
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